Utah State University

DigitalCommons@USU
Utah State University COVID-19 Oral History
Collection

Utah State University Special Collections &
Archives

12-1-2022

Interview with Robert Wagner
Utah State University Special Collections & Archives

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/covid

Recommended Citation
Utah State University Special Collections & Archives, "Interview with Robert Wagner" (2022). Utah State
University COVID-19 Oral History Collection. 94.
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/covid/94

This Book is brought to you for free and open access by
the Utah State University Special Collections & Archives
at DigitalCommons@USU. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Utah State University COVID-19 Oral History
Collection by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@USU. For more information, please
contact digitalcommons@usu.edu.

USU COVID-19 2022 Oral History
TRANSCRIPTION COVER SHEET
Interviewee(s):

Robert Wagner, Vice President for Academic Instructional Services (AIS)

Place of interview:
Date of interview:

Zoom meeting
March 25, 2022

Interviewer(s):
Recordist:
Photographer:

Todd Welch
Todd Welch

Recording equipment: Zoom Conferencing Software
Transcription equipment: NCH Express Scribe Transcription Software with Power Player foot pedal.
Transcribed by/date: Pioneer Transcription Services/Kimberly Wire/20 June 2022
Transcript proofed by/date: Robert Wagner/10 August 2022
Brief description of interview: Oral history interview with Dr. Robert Wagner the Vice President for
Academic and Instructional Services. In this interview, Dr. Wagner addresses the efforts of AIS in the
pivot to remote learning in March of 2020 and the procedures put into place over the following academic
years to continually address COVID-19.
References:

TW:
RW:

Todd Welch
Robert Wagner

NOTE: Interjections during pauses, transitions in dialogue (such as “umm”), and false starts and stops in
conversations are not included in transcribed.
[00:00:02]
TW:

TRANSCRIPTION

Today is Friday, March 25th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This morning I am interviewing Dr. Robert Wagner, Vice
President for Academic and Instructional Services, or AIS. This is another oral history interview
for the Covid Collection Project.
Good morning, Dr. Wagner.

RW:

Good morning, Todd.

TW:

When did you start your career at USU? And what were the positions that you served in during
your USU career?

RW:

Sure. So, I have been here at Utah State since 2007. And I was originally hired for the position
of assistant vice provost which was part of what was then referred to as Regional Campuses and
Distance Education (RCDE). That was the division within the provost office, and at the time I
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was charged with overseeing all our statewide campus systems; the academic delivery, the
operational support of our statewide campuses, as well as all our distance education courses.
So, I worked specifically with Vice Provost Ronda Menlove who was over RCDE at the time.
Gradually, over a period of a couple of years, I was given more and more opportunities to expand
my scope and responsibilities. Within a year, I became executive director of distance education
which means I oversaw all our online courses and programming, and all our digital delivery of
content both in the state as well as out of state. I also became the interim director for what was
then called the Faculty Assistance Center for Teaching. (FACT).
[00:02:08]
Then Provost Ray Coward asked me to lead that group of instructional designers that support
faculty. I did that and continued to work with RCDE and Ronda Menlove. Eventually, I moved
from assistant vice provost to associate vice provost. I with Ronda, for about five years, then at
about the five-year mark, she left for other opportunities. At that point, I became a vice provost.
I became an executive vice provost under new Provost Noelle Cockett, and I also became a dean.
At the time, we really focused on distance education, faculty support, student marketing, and
programming, innovations, classroom, and academic program innovations, and really did a lot of
different types of things. When Provost Cockett moved across to the other side of Champ Hall
and became president, she invited me to move over with her, and that’s when I became vice
president. That is also when AIS became a division in and of itself; at the start of President
Cockett’s tenure as president.
[00:03:58]
AIS at that time did things like distance education and online course programming. We
supported our broadcasting of courses and programs across the state and out of state. We did
faculty development, classroom design and support, student marketing and communication, and
all types of different innovations, but squarely focused on the academic enterprise. Even though
we were part of the president’s side, we worked very closely with the provost office.
Over the course of some time, we created things like the Center for Student Analytics, and
different initiatives that really focused on faculty and student success. Then, about 2018,
President Cockett decided to do a significant reorganization that involved the provost office, AIS,
and student affairs. The goal was to move several offices that were part of what we referred to as
the student life cycle. The journey of a student from the point of recruiting clear through to
registration. They enroll, get their classes, and we track student success all the way to when they
complete.
She wanted to pull a large portion of that student life cycle into one division. And so, in 2018,
she pulled several offices from student affairs and moved them into AIS.
[00:05:57]
At that point, I picked up offices like the Registrar’s Office, Admissions and Recruiting,
Financial Aid, the Student Disabilities Resource Center, Student Retention, Student Completion,
and overall student success. We moved student marketing out of my division because by that
time we had a new vice president for University Marketing and Communications. We moved the
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Student Marketing and Communication office out of AIS and moved that over to Vice President
Bill Plate’s division.
Since 2008, AIS has had a very, large portion of that student life cycle. Its name is no longer a
true description of what it is because we do everything from recruiting the student clear through
to getting them enrolled, registered, and their orientation completed. We continue to do academic
programming and scheduling of courses and supporting faculty and classrooms, distance
education, online courses, and financial aid. So, a very, large portion of that student and faculty,
that teaching and learning experience; we work very closely with the provost office.
We created a collaboration called The Student Achievement Collaborative that’s made up of AIS,
the provost office, the statewide campus system, and student affairs to focus on students’ success
and making sure that we’re helping students. We’re helping to retain students and make sure that
they meet their education goals. So, again, that’s, sort of, the long history. I’ve been here since
2007 and have been given great opportunities. I have very much appreciated my experience here.
[00:08:11]
TW:

Yeah. And it seems like a remarkable portfolio. It’s put a lot of thought into the student success,
faculty development, and that we’re the land grant and we have statewide obligations across the
states and beyond. So, it sounds like you were in the middle of 2018 moving forward in adapting
and taking on some new major initiatives and projects to help in that consolidation and that
transition. But could you name a couple of the major transitions and projects that the AIS team
had in that academic year of 2019-2020 before the outbreak and the pandemic in March of 2020?

RW:

From a student success perspective, right before 2019 we launched the Student Achievement
Collaborative. I give credit to Vice Provost and AVP Janet Anderson. She takes the lead in the
Student Achievement Collaborative.
That was a major initiative for us prior to Covid. Really, again, pulling together the necessary
offices and teams to focus on student success and focus on the student experience. That’s really
what it was about, to help improve our retention and completion rates and to think about that
student. Specifically, the student academic experience, and how it relates to student mental health
and well-being as well as students not only here on the Logan campus, but students located across
the state and out of the state.

[00:10:02]
The major initiative for us in 2019 really focused on that.
We also launched the Center for Student Analytics. That was a major focus where we began to
access data that students generate. From that data, we gained the capabilities of identifying,
through a series of algorithms and software that we purchased, student data to help us identify
things that help students be successful. That was really a critical project for us prior to Covid.
In addition to that, on the admission side, we were doing several initiatives to increase
enrollments here at Utah State. We really focused on working with Vice President Bill Plate and
rebranding, looking at how we recruit students and how we communicate with both students as
well as parents. We continued to refine, adapt, and update the way that we recruit in a state.
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Those were three of the major areas. We were doing a lot of other things, a lot of academic
innovations, and programming, but those were the three major areas.
TW:

So, March 13, 2020. Go back to your time machine. How did some of those initiatives as well as
some that you didn’t mention, and how were they affected in that initial announcement of the
outbreak on campus?

[00:12:01]
RW:

First, I give credit to this institution. Being a land-grant institution, we like to say that we’ve
been doing distance ed for over 100 years. Planes, trains, and automobiles, literally. We were
sending professors out on trains across the state to provide academic experiences as well as
extension experiences to correspondence courses and sending professors out on planes to teach
classes. We then moved into independent study and eventually to online.
In 2021, we celebrated our 25th year of teaching online courses which is a significant achievement
for Utah State. I believe we were the first institution in the state to launch online programming,
and so, really, this idea of having access to the delivery of education in our blood really
positioned us very well when March 2020 came about.
I had colleagues across the country who all literally looked like a deer in the headlights when they
were told they’d have to go completely remote. Not saying that wasn’t scary for us because it
was, but what we had here at this institution was an infrastructure and a foundation for teaching
remote and online that had been built well beyond my time here at Utah State.

[00:13:58]
For 25-plus years, we had satellite courses, online courses on laser discs, and many other
examples of ways that Utah State University distributed the educational experience, so, when
March came along – and I still remember those early meetings in Champ Hall; we had many
weekend meetings that the president called with a select group of us. It kind of became the
command center, the command post for our institution’s response.
I remember those meetings very well. I remember sitting in one and watching the press
conference live of our governor as he literally shut the state down. Our reaction as a group at that
point was, to say, okay, what does that mean? What do we need to do? We all sat there around
that table in Champ Hall Conference Room with our laptops reaching out to our various teams.
For me, it was reaching out to John Louviere, and to Janet Anderson, where we began to say,
okay, we have this infrastructure in place. We know how to teach online courses. We’ve been
doing it a long time. Now, how are we going to do it for all 10,000 of our courses? How are we
going to do it for all our courses? We are not just an online institution, of course. We’re a
residential campus. We pride ourselves on a rich, edifying, and learning face-to-face teaching
experience. We’re a research institution. We have labs. We have studios. We have teaching and
learning experiences that truly rely on an in-person face-to-face component for that to be a
positive and enriching experience.
[00:16:02]
Although it was easy for us to say at that point in 2020, we had over 400 online courses. How do
you do that literally in just a few days and grow that exponentially? So, that’s really what our
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first focus or my first focus was; setting up the process in the way of moving all online courses to
remote. We did that through a series of stages where we went through and identified courses
because there are even face-to-face courses, and some of them still use our learning management
system, Canvas.
What we did was look at all the courses. We reached out to department heads to work with the
departments. I can remember very early on that first day or two, we developed a rubric for them
to categorize all the courses within their departments on where they ranked in the spectrum of
digital tools. From, it’s a fully online course, okay, great. It’s fine. To, it’s a face-to-face course
and they don’t even use Canvas. From that spectrum and in between, how do we categorize?
We set up a series of categories, and the department heads then went in and put all the courses
and their departments then labeled them into one of those categories. We developed through
human resources, using the tools we already had, a way to take each one of those categories fully
remote. The category where they use a lot of online in Canvas was a little easier. The courses
that didn’t even use Canvas at all took a lot more work with the faculty members.
[00:18:01]
What that allowed us to do was to organize the support and resources that we have and focus then
on the courses and the faculty that needed the most help and attention, move to remote. You can
look at that and say 10,000 courses, where do we start? What you do is start with the courses that
need the most help, then categorize those courses – I give credit to our wonderful department
heads here at Utah State who were incredibly responsive and worked very fast with their faculty.
In short order, we got those lists back and we got those categories back, then we were able to
rally the instructional design and faculty support to really focus their attention on the faculty that
needed help the most in moving to remote. While we were focused on the faculty over on the
student’s side, we also focused on, what we were communicating to students. How are we
communicating? How are we making sure that they’re being assured, and that they’re having
confidence that continuity is taking place? That things are happening, that they’re going to
continue, that they’re going to be given the opportunity to finish the semester. Yes. It’s not the
way that they thought they were going to finish the semester, but they are going to finish the
semester. They’re going to get grades. They’re going to get credit.
While we’re working with faculty on the courses over here, we’re also working with the students
and communicating with them by letting them know, here’s what to expect. Here’s how you need
to communicate with your instructors and make sure you can get into Canvas itself.
[00:20:01]
Here’s what the expectations are. You are, going to finish the semester, you are, going to get
credit for your courses, you’re just going to do it in a different way. It was really those first
couple of days, literally, that my attention was focused on, the faculty side and the course side,
and then, on the student side.
Meanwhile, we were part of the present emergency response team, so, we, at the same time,
doing that, we were also addressing students not being on campus, students being quarantined,
and developing and building an infrastructure of what this campus is going to look like when we
go fully remote. Not only for students and faculty but what do we do for staff? How do we
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support our staff and make sure that they all have what they need? I was part of those discussions
and the decisions that were being made and how to turn this campus into a remote institution.
TW:

And was that the Covid Taskforce, that second group that you were speaking of? Or was that a
completely different set of—

RW:

It was a precursor to it. Eventually, that morphed into what the president called the Covid Action
Committee and then a larger, what she referred to as, Stabilization Committee. The Action
Committee was a smaller committee meant to be able to address day-to-day operational decisions
and adjustments that needed to be made.
The Stabilization Committee was meant more to communicate to key stakeholders what exactly
was going on, what was happening, and what the institution’s response was.

[00:22:05]
Early on, it didn’t have a name, it was just the president’s, sort of, Covid Response Leadership
Team that met several times. It was very much a response mode, or reactive mode, saying, okay,
what do we need to do? How do we do it? Risk management was there. Statewide campuses
were there. The provost office, and Dave Cowley, of course, from business and facilities, were
also there, so, we’re all really looking comprehensively at the institution itself. We all had our
roles to play and together, we were making decisions related to how the institution was going to
respond.
TW:

You had spoken about putting on a spectrum in the classes that were totally online and those
where the faculty had no presence whatsoever on Canvas. What about the challenges of, let’s
say, the hard sciences where they needed to work on experiments in the lab, or people that were
working out at the barn, the Caine Barn a little further down the road here, or the music and
theatre departments where they had performances or something? How did AIS, or did the AIS
folks help the faculty navigate that in a remote-only world?

RW:

I really appreciated President Cockett as she insisted, that we first and foremost focus on making
sure we relied upon, honored, and respected the decisions of the faculty and the departments with
their curriculum, their pedagogue, and their teaching, and their content.

[00:24:05]
What it boiled down to in those cases, was working with the faculty member and saying, listen,
you can’t have a face-to-face experience, so, what is it going to look like for these remaining two
months, or this remaining month and a half? What is your class going to look like? What do you
want to accomplish? What do you need to do for the students to get credit for this course? What
do you need to provide them in order for the students to get credit? As the faculty would say,
okay, we can’t do a lab anymore. We can’t be in there with beakers. We can’t be in there with
sophisticated equipment. We can’t be in there and do those experiences. What do I need to do?
Well, maybe it’s, me, a faculty member, doing the experiment on my own being videoed. That is
then being shot out to students, and they’re seeing it, and they’re experiencing it. They are not
doing it themselves, but they’re at least seeing it, and they are learning about it. We relied upon
the faculty member and the departments to tell us how we finish this course. We could then
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provide tools, whether they were digital tools, communication tools, or other ways for them to be
able to offer that content and still provide a teaching and learning experience.
That first semester, in March and April, we were using Webex at the time. We weren’t using
Zoom. It was Webex. That was because of our relationship with Cisco. A lot of this teaching
and learning was done via Webex, but again, I want to stress – It was this way throughout the
whole Covid experience.
[00:26:05]
We relied upon the faculty member to be the determining person to say, this is what we need to
do, and this is how we’re going to teach and support and deliver content to our students. It
required working with individual faculty members making sure that we knew what they needed to
do, and then providing them additional tools, support, and help to be able to accomplish that.
There were things spring semester that did not end the way anyone would have expected. For
instance, in the Caine College of Arts, there were studio experiences, music experiences, and
theatre experiences that did not occur. There were labs on the research side and in the College of
Science and College of Natural Resources, where labs just frankly didn’t happen and didn’t take
place the way they were originally planned. We adjusted as best we could, and the faculty did an
amazing job of giving students a positive and engaging experience to help us complete that
semester.
TW:

Dr. Wagner, what’s the size of your instructional design team? And in that initial eight or nine
days, (I can’t remember the exact amount of days) what did their world look like as far as helping
the faculty and the students move from in-person to online?

RW:

We had a team… and I’d have to go back and look at the exact number, but we were probably
around eight full-time people is what we were able to deploy at that time.

[00:28:07]
Very quickly, we were able to ramp up some student workers, and some wage-hourly students.
Some of these were graduate students in our instructional teaching and learning sciences
department where we were able to get their help to assist, so, where possible, we tried to multiply
the number of people that we had.
That first week it was literally 12-15-18-hour days for these individuals. We split them up and
assigned them to different colleges in different departments. Again, they had the categories and
the classes. They had an idea of those faculty and classes that they needed to perhaps pay a little
more attention to. They did an incredible job, an incredible amount of work that first week in
really working with faculty to move their classes to remote.
TW:

Okay. So, we survived the spring semester of 2020. And I’m sure that when the decision was
made that we would return to campus in the fall of 2020, AIS was involved in some ways, I don’t
know if it was through the social distancing or capping the number of students in a classroom, but
what was the involvement of you and your team in those discussions and actual decisions?

RW:

We did all those things that you just said, and then more. We were responsible for all those
things.
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[00:29:59]
I will say though that before we could even look at fall, we had to get through summer. And the
good news for us is that for about four or five years leading up to 2020, our summer academic
programming had begun to shift more to online. A very large percentage of our students work
during the summer. They have part-time or full-time jobs. They pay their tuition as they go and
so, the summer is very important for them. Very gradually leading up to 2020, we were offering
fewer and fewer face-to-face experiences.
I will say that pivoting to summer 2020, although it wasn’t easy, was not as intense and not as
hard. We went straight online for 2020 and remained straight remote, but again, a lot of those
courses had already planned on being online anyway. There were some that were planning on
being face-to-face that we helped to offer the courses online for summer, so, at the end of the
spring semester, we were working very closely to make sure that we could get through summer.
Once we got summer launched and going, this is when then the president established the Covid
Action and Stabilization Committees, and that’s when these committees really began working.
We worked very, very hard during the summer of 2020 to plan and prepare for the fall. What was
difficult and hard, to be completely honest with you is we had no idea what fall was going to look
like. We had no clue at that time. We didn’t know if Covid was going to go away.
[00:32:00]
We didn’t know if it was going to stay about the same. Remember, if you think about it, when
we moved to remote in March, there was not a lot of Covid presence in the whole state of Utah at
that point. Then as we moved into the summer, Covid began creeping into the state, but I
wouldn’t say necessarily that we were seeing a lot of it in Cache Valley. The uncertainty factor, I
can’t really understate just how challenging that made things. We really didn’t know what fall
was going to look like. There were so many institutions we were calling and asking, well, what
are you going to do? How are you going to handle it? It was really a challenging time.
Gradually, the state came out with parameters and things that we had to focus on, but as an
institution, that first fall, we were left really a lot to ourselves to decide on how we were going to
teach. We had determined that we were going to do our best to have a face-to-face experience,
but we knew that they were going to have to have additional protocols and procedures in place.
At the beginning of summer 2020, it was all about the committees developing those protocols,
and procedures then, after we developed them, the rest of the summer was spent implementing
them.
I am a political scientist. I focus on public policy. When you develop a public policy you write
it, you build it, and then you implement it, so the first part of summer 2020 was really discussing
and developing the policies.
[00:34:02]
The rest of the summer was implementing those policies and getting ready for students and
faculty to come back for the fall. Some examples of those policies were social distancing,
wearing masks, and just all things related to how many face-to-face courses we were going to
have. We asked ourselves how do you do a lab with social distancing? All the way to the outside
of the classroom, now, how do we provide customer service? How do we bring our staff back to
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a safe environment in a social distancing environment? What do we do about things like travel?
We literally had to look at the whole scope of the institution, that first month of summer, that
May of 2020, and apply Covid to that scope and say, okay, how is Covid going to change that?
Once again, we had to do that all in a spirit of uncertainty, not being sure even what fall was
going to look like. AIS was specifically assigned with things like, what do our classrooms look
like? What does teaching look like? Literally, putting caps of students in seats in classrooms.
We literally had members of my team go around to every teaching and learning space and
determine the Covid capacity of that space and that’s where, if you remember, we did the ‘Sit
Here’ stickers. We used stickers to identify where students and faculty could be.
[00:36:03]
We had to do that in all the teaching and learning spaces on not only this campus but on our
campuses across the state and so, really developing the protocols, and the procedures on what that
would look like. At that point, students had already registered for the fall of 2020. We then had
to go in to adjust the registrations of classes and students, because of the seating capacity, we
couldn’t offer as many face-to-face courses, and we had to do it in different ways.
We had a very different registration experience. We had to change registrations. We had to
communicate with students. We had to let them know the changes that were taking place to their
courses for fall, and what that was going to look like because students needed to know, hey, do I
need to come back to Logan? Are all my classes going to be online? Are they all going to be
remote? Some were all online, some of them were remote and some of them were face-to-face,
but we needed to let students know as quickly as possible.
While we were developing the protocols and getting them set up, we were then going to the fall
schedule which is massive, and really applying all those policies and procedures to the fall
schedule so that we could let faculty and students know what needed to change, and how their
courses were going to change for the fall. Then, if courses change delivery methods, we had the
summer to be able to work with the faculty members to help them develop their courses and
prepare. We did a lot of workshops and a lot of training during the summer. The faculty was
fantastic.
[00:38:00]
Usually, faculty was either doing research, had summers off, or doing other things during the
summer, depending on what their roles are, but we had great participation by faculty during the
summer of 2020 learning how to do things differently. What we had to do is we had to go back
and say, okay, springs behind us, spring was a pivot and a quick change. It was not ideal. It’s not
the way that we wanted it, but we did it, and we all did great. Faculty, staff, and students, we all
did great. Now we have three months to prepare for fall. Let’s be a little more deliberate. Let’s
be a little more proactive. What trainings need to take place? What do we need to do for faculty?
What do we need to do for students?
In the summer of 2020, we launched what we referred to as the USU-ready campaign. And the
USU Ready Campaign was a campaign specifically for students and faculty to help them get
ready for fall 2020, what that was going to look like, and what that was going to experience. We
knew we weren’t going to be back to a regular fall. We just weren’t.
USU COVID-19 2022: DR. ROBERT WAGNER
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We decided we were going to spend the summer developing tools to help and support our
students so that they can be effective as online students. Being a face-to-face student and an
online student are two very different things; we’ve known then, and we’ve learned that over the
year, so, USU Ready was meant to help our students and faculty do just that, to be ready for a
different teaching and learning experience in the fall.
[00:40:02]
While we were doing that, the university was doing all sorts of other things like developing the
infrastructure for Case Containment and the CARE (Connect, Assist, Refer, Empower) Team
where we were preparing and figuring out a way to be able to track cases and to be able to contain
cases so that continuity of instruction could take place.
We built tools within Canvas itself to be able to communicate with faculty if they had students
who were quarantined or who were isolated. We also built ways in Canvas for those faculty to
know that their students were isolated or quarantined, so summer 2020 was very busy. There was
not a lot of vacationing in the summer of 2020 just a lot of staff, a lot of people, and faculty
working hard that summer to get ready for fall. We came back – and again, I keep saying it, but I
really think it’s important, not knowing what fall was even going to look like, I believe that our
preparations paid off. I thought fall of 2020 we were very successful.
Did students get the class experiences that they hoped for? No. Did faculty get the teaching
experience that they were used to? No. Did we ensure continuity? Did we ensure teaching and
learning took place? Did we ensure that students were getting credits and that students were
learning? Absolutely. Did we make sure that students had the tools that they needed to be
successful? Yes.
[00:42:00]
Did we make sure that the faculty had the tools that they needed to be successful? Yes. They all
did great work, and we went through the fall. Our numbers were, kind of up and down, but at that
point, Covid was in the state. It was in the valley, and we knew that it was going to be around.
All of those preparations for fall then led into spring of ’21. All the things that we did in the fall,
we carried forward into spring. We are glad that we did because, of course, if you remember,
spring of ’21, we hit spikes in our Covid case counts. Although we had all that infrastructure in
place for fall, we might not have seen as much Covid in the fall, but by the time we got to spring,
we saw a lot more Covid cases.
That’s when the university decided to start a week later in the spring semester of ’21 and cancel
spring break. We did that because we didn’t want students leaving for spring break, going out,
going home, going on vacation, catching Covid, and then bringing it back to the institution. That
was a hard decision to make because students need a break, and faculty need a break. That was a
real hard decision and something that we spent a lot of time talking about and weighing the
benefits and the consequences of what we do with spring break. I do think we made the right
decision as hard as it was.
[00:43:50]
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We did see our case counts go up, but our protocols, our social distancing, our masking, all of
those things, by the time we got to the end of spring semester ’21, I believe we could count on
one hand the number of transmissions that occurred in a classroom. That’s how good our
protocols were in keeping our students and faculty safe.
Now, there were a lot of transmissions, but a lot of that was occurring outside of the classroom,
not in the classroom because we had very good and very effective protocols and procedures in
place. I was really proud of our team. I was proud of our institution that we could ensure the
continuity of teaching and learning and that it didn’t put our faculty and students at risk. We
really worked hard to make sure that that was the case.
I’m going to stop there because as we moved into summer and then fall of ’21, it took on a
different approach. But I don’t want to get ahead of you.
TW:

And we’re going to move on that. But I have one or two follow-ups. I believe in the fall
semester of 2020 after Thanksgiving break, we didn’t return to campus either because of the same
concerns that spring break—

RW:

Yes.

TW:

…might have brought. So, one of the innovations I think the university adopted also was the
seating chart. You touched around it a little bit. But so that if there was a positive case with the
Containment Team, we interviewed Cindy Gill already. And I’ve talked to Eric Hawley. But
with the data points and to be able to quickly use all that – and I’m sure AIS played a role in that,
you were able to start the contact tracing and start informing people to isolate or quarantine if,
whatever the case may be.
So, were some of the course’s hybrid as well so that because the enrollment was already, you
know, completed that you had only so many seats in the classroom available. Were classes either
recorded or were some of the students only able to attend on Monday?

[00:46:04]
And then Wednesday and Friday they viewed them online? While other people that had it on,
let’s say remotely on Monday were able to attend Wednesday, but not Friday?
RW:

The seating chart tool, didn’t come up until the summer of ’21 in preparation for the fall of ’21. In
the fall of ’21 and in the spring of ’21, our main protocol in the classroom was social distancing.
In the summer of 2020, leading up to fall, we looked very closely at our course delivery methods,
and we introduced a new course delivery method that we referred to as hybrid face-to-face.
Hybrid face-to-face meant that the instructor was teaching in the classroom with some students in
the class while other students were remote watching it via video.
By the fall of 2020, we had shifted to Zoom. We had shifted from Webex to using Zoom. That is
the other thing we did in the summer is we moved from Cisco Webex to Zoom. The reason why
we did the hybrid face-to-face is because of social distancing, we knew that classrooms were only
going to have, literally, a quarter to a fifth of the capacity that they typically do.
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What do we do with our classes of 150 students, or 100 students when only 25 can fit in the
class? Well, that’s why the hybrid face-to-face. We would tell the faculty and the students; you
can only have 25 students in your class at a time.
[00:48:00]
We built a tool in Canvas for the faculty, if they wanted, to be able to communicate with the
students. Students could go in and sign up for the days that they wanted to come and be one of
the 25 in-person students. All the other students, the other 75 students, knew that they weren’t
going to come to class that day and that they were going to connect remotely via Zoom.
We worked very hard to identify our course delivery methods and provide a lot of different
options for our faculty to teach the courses. There was a hybrid face-to-face. There was online.
There was blended. There was a web broadcast. All of these were ways that we put different
options and tools in the hands of our faculty to be able to teach, and a lot of these were used
because of the social distancing, and some of them were used because of the mask requirement
too because if you remember at that time, there was a requirement to wear masks in class.
We had to install technology in many of our classrooms to be able to bring in a lot more video
technology. We had to install microphones, and more audio amplification in our classrooms so
instructors could teach with a mask on and be heard by their students, and as mentioned before,
the ‘Sit Here’ stickers where we had to go in and literally show students where they could sit and
where they couldn’t sit. We had to mark down so the instructor knew where they were six feet
apart. We had to provide ways for faculty to have office hours and remote office hours which
was done via Zoom. Certainly, in the fall of ’20 Case Containment, at that point, was working
hard.
[00:50:00]
Case Containment really ramped up in 2021. At least, that is my opinion. That’s when our case
counts really started getting up there.
TW:

So, you spoke to a couple. But what are the other things, procedures, processes that maybe were
further developed or scrapped and replaced with new ones in that second academic year, the
2021-2022, the one we’re in right now, compared with that initial year.

RW:

Spring of ’21 was very much like fall of ’20. We continued those protocols and procedures. As
we moved into the summer of ’21, that’s when Covid fatigue started setting in within the state.
There was a lot of pushback on the lack of face-to-face and in-person experiences. Utah State
began getting a lot of pressure to come back to face-to-face and in-person.
We, of course, are a research university. We’re going to follow the science. We’re going to
follow what the conditions warrant and tell, but at the same time, we’re a state institution which
means we are beholden to the legislature, to the governor’s office. We’re part of the Utah System
of Higher Education, and as we got into the summer of 2020, there began to be a lot of movement
around the statewide policies, for example, the mask requirement went away.

[00:52:00]
Legislature wanted public institutions to go back to face-to-face. They expected it. In fact, they
finally mandated it. In the summer of ’21, we were given a requirement by the state legislature
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that a certain percentage of our courses in the fall of ’21 had to be face-to-face. As the ground
shifted underneath us and the variables began to change, we had to change our protocols and
procedures accordingly.
As we moved through summer, it became very apparent we were going to have a lot more faceto-face classes, and to meet those requirements that were being placed on us by the state, we
could not socially distance like we did the year before, we just knew that we weren’t going to be
able to do that. There’s no way we could offer face-to-face classes at a fifth of the capacity.
If the state legislature is telling us we must do face-to-face classes, (And they literally gave us a
percentage of how many we had to do), we had to come up with a way for our students and
faculty to be safe. The way that we did that is through the seating chart tool. We developed
literally from scratch a digital seating chart tool that worked within Canvas, within our learning
management system, whereas before, it was the summer of stickers. In the summer of 2020, the
stickers were the ‘Sit Here’ stickers, arrows on the ground stickers, and the ‘Stand Here’ stickers.
[00:54:08]
In the summer of ’21, there were seat assignment stickers. We had to go back into all our
classrooms, and we had to assign a seat letter. We had to add letters and numbers to all our seats.
That seems okay, to just go slap stickers on, but we had to do that in such a way that Cindy Gill
and the Case Containment Team would be able to tell which students were sitting next to which
students so that they could contain. We had moved to a strategy in the fall of ’21 to containing.
Containing an outbreak so that the whole class didn’t have to go remote.
Our goal that we were given was, if you teach a face-to-face class, do all that you can to make it
so that class doesn’t have to go remote. The way that you do that is to control the environment as
much as you can. Control and know where the students are. Know who is getting sick and who’s
not. Know who’s testing positive and who’s not? That means a lot more testing. That means a
lot more work with case containment. Controlling the environment of that in-person and face-toface experience so that you can contain; maybe it’s only four students that are isolated and
quarantined and not all 100 students in a class. We did that through the seating chart tool.
Students were given the ability to go in on their phones and enter their seats, and they were asked
to stay in their seats for the whole semester.
[00:56:00]
Faculty were able to go in and do that too, and then those seating charts generated reports that
Cindy Gill and our Case Containment Team then used through the case containment process.
Meanwhile, we had our Covid CARE Team communicating with students and faculty. Students
that were isolated or quarantined, had to be told they were isolated or quarantined and for how
long. They had to be told what that meant. Faculty had to be told that these students aren’t going
to be in class, and you need to be able to accommodate them. It moved into very much
controlling the teaching and learning environment of fall into spring and fall of ’21.
Once again, I think the history will show very few courses going remote. We were able to
contain. Great work on the part of Cindy and her team and David Pruden and the CARE Team.
Great work to Kevin Reeve, his team developed all the Canvas tools. The dashboards, the seating
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chart tool, and all those things were developed from scratch. Developed and then put in the hands
of students.
At the same time, all that was being done for teaching and learning, we had staff return in the fall
of ’21. It was August when the president called for faculty and staff to come back, so, what does
that look like? How does that work? How are we making sure that our faculty and staff are back
on campus, that they’re safe, and that it’s a good environment?
[00:57:58]
While we’re trying to figure out the teaching and learning spaces and making sure that there’s
continuity there, we’re also trying to accommodate our faculty and staff and making sure that
they’re safe, with lots of plexiglass and different sorts of things like that. At that point, the mask
requirement was moving away, and then, of course, ended up getting into vaccines.
TW:

So, Dr. Wagner, what do you think, of all the changes you’ve mentioned during the course of this
interview, what do you think are the ones that will be permanent changes versus those that may
just stop happening and be removed completely?

RW:

That’s a good question, and it’s something that was important to me. Summer and into the fall of
’21, I approached the president. I said, listen, eventually, we’re going to enter a period called
post-Covid. We don’t know what that looks like, but eventually, we’re going to get there. We’re
going to get to an endemic stage. We’ve learned some things as an institution. We’ve gained a
lot of knowledge. We’ve gained a lot of experience. There have been some really good things
that we’ve learned. I think we should look at those things. I think we should identify what those
things are. She was very appreciative, and she agreed, and so with that, she and I instituted what
we refer to as the post-Covid Taskforce.

[01:00:03]
We had about 15 individuals appointed by the president to serve on the post-Covid Taskforce.
Vice President, Larry Smith co-chaired the Taskforce with me, and we began meeting in the fall
and then into the spring. We focused on and asked ourselves, what have we learned? What have
we experienced?
You might have heard that early on in late ’20, and early ’21, there was a periodical that did an
analysis of most of the public and private institutions in the state and put them in four different
categories. Two main categories were, who are the institutions that are going to survive, and who
are the institutions that are going to thrive in a Covid and a post-Covid world?
Out of all the institutions in the state that were reviewed by this periodical, Utah State University
was the only institution in the state that was put in the thrive category which means based on what
we had done, how we had reacted, what our capacity was, they were saying Utah State University
gets it. They figured it out. And they’re going to thrive going forward, and so, really, the job of
the post-Covid Taskforce was to say, what did we learn? What worked? What didn’t work, and
frankly, what should we continue doing in a post-Covid world?
[01:02:01]
We learned a lot. We learned a lot about student support. We learned a lot about how to
communicate with our students, how to check in with them, and how to make sure they’re being
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successful. We learned things like student mental health and well-being. We already knew how
important it was before, but it was even more important through Covid.
We learned how important communication is. We learned how we can continue to be innovative
in delivering education and providing access. The post-Covid Taskforce is still meeting, and we
have working groups that are setting up action strategies to move forward.
Some things that won’t continue, is the seating chart tool will go away. We won’t be asking for
faculty and students to do seating charts. Things like Case Containment will move away unless
there’s an outbreak again and it’s determined that it needs to come back. We continued to move
people back and continued to have more and more face-to-face experiences. Students are very
fickle, we learned – [laughs]
For about a year, we got complaints from students saying, ‘Oh, all of my classes are online.’ But
then when we started going back to face-to-face, we began hearing from students saying, ‘Wait a
minute. Can’t my class be online?’ And so, student behavior began to change. Students like
flexibility. And they like being able to choose, pick and choose the type of classes and the
delivery methods.
[01:04:06]
So, what did we learn and what will continue? Well, we’ll be offering more online courses in the
fall of ’22 than we did in the fall of ’19. It’s just a fact. Faculty are used to it, more are more
comfortable with it, and students are asking for it. That being said, we’re a residential campus.
And we rely on and pride ourselves on that in-person face-to-face experience.
A lot of this is finding a balance of making sure that we provide a residential, face-to-face,
enriching in-person experience while at the same time giving students and some faculty what they
want which is flexibility and access. Those are not questions that are going to be answered
quickly or overnight. Those are things that we’re going to continue to have to address and will
evolve over time.
By Spring of ’22, we suspended our hybrid face-to-face for example. We began to change and
adapt and evolve as we were doing things differently. A lot of the protocols and procedures that
were put in place, social distancing, masks, seating charts, travel restrictions, all those things, of
course, as we moved into an endemic period, those are going away. This institution will be
forever changed.
[01:05:59]
From a teaching and learning standpoint, I believe it’ll have a lot to do with access, flexibility,
type of experiences, and how adept and skilled we are at using digital tools which was already
becoming a part of the higher education experience. As an institution, we had embraced it, but
we really began to embrace it even more. There’s a lot left of the story to be told.
TW:

So, I’m curious. Did you receive any of the federal monies in the operation at AIS in response to
the outbreak and the pandemic?

RW:

Yes. The way the federal legislation works, starting in the late spring of 2020, the first piece of
federal legislation was referred to as CARES (Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security).
And then, in later ’20, into ’21, it was the second piece of legislation was called CRRSAA
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(Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act). In late ’21, the third piece
of legislation was referred to as ARPA (American Rescue Plan Act). In all three of those, the
money that came to higher education was split into two parts. One part was for the institution and
institutional needs. The other part was directed at students.
That student portion could only be given directly to students, and so, for CARES, CRRSAA, and
ARPA, our total amounts were split right in half - half went to the institution, half went to
students. And that was legislatively mandated by the federal government.
Vice President Dave Cowley administered the institutional funds that were received by those
three acts.
[01:08:06]
I administered the student portion that was received. We had very strict guidelines and rules on
how we could distribute the money both institutionally as well as to students, but I’m going to
focus now on just the student piece. We had very strict rules given to us by the federal
government, and how we could distribute those funds and who we were to distribute them by, and
we had a time limit on when we had to distribute the funds.
So, our first disbursement, if you will, of CARES money came at the end of spring semester
2020. We had to develop a way to identify students who had a Covid impact. They then had to
acknowledge that impact, and then we had to get them the money. We had to do it in a way that
spread the funds out. We couldn’t give all of CARES money to the first initiative, because first,
we didn’t know if we were going to get more, and we had a year to be able to use those funds.
We developed a rubric, in a way, to identify students who had a need, and then we were able to
develop a digital infrastructure to be able to communicate with students and get them to respond
and acknowledge the need, then we could get them the funds they needed. Our first disbursement
was at the end of spring in 2020. We then went into the summer, and we did an initiative right
before fall, a technology imitative where we knew that students were going to need laptops. They
were going to need internet access in the fall of ’20.
[01:10:00]
We used CARES money and got it out into the hands of students to be able to support the
technology. When we got into the fall of 2020, we did two more initiatives and were able to get
the money out into the hands of the students.
CRRSAA came along as 2021 started we got another eight million dollars. In total, we got up
around eight and a half million dollars for CARES. We got another eight and a half million
dollars for CRRSAA, and we did more initiatives in the spring of ’21 and summer of ’21. In
preparation for the fall, we continued using CRRSAA for the fall.
By fall of ’21, late fall, ARPA came along. ARPA was a much bigger act that was funded much
more aggressively because at that point, the presidential administration had changed and congress
had changed, and so, ARPA became bigger. As we got into late fall, into the start of the 2022
semester, we had a lot more money. At that point, we decided to continue doing initiatives, both
students that we would identify who had a financial need as well as students who could apply for
the funds themselves.
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While we were doing this, Vice President James Morales also administered a Student Hardship
Fund that was mostly funded through private donations.
[01:11:55]
While Vice President James Morales was administering the hardship funds that students could
apply for, we were administering the federal funds to get out into students’ hands. I forget the
exact number, but by the beginning, middle of this semester, we had given out over 34 million
dollars directly into students’ hands. From that first installment of CARES in the late spring of
2020 through to the beginning of ’22, over 30 million dollars has been given out directly to
students. We’re down to the last little portion of ARPA funds and will be distributing those here
for the remainder of this semester.
TW:

Is there anything else you would like to add about your AIS’s experiences with the Covid
pandemic?

RW:

I guess what I would close with is people. People matter. People are really what made this
institution great, what made this institution and will make this institution thrive. I am surrounded
by incredible people who are dedicated, skilled and professional, whether they’re staff, or
whether they’re faculty.
I’ve spent two years being amazed and humbled by the level of dedication and professionalism
that our staff and our team members have shown throughout this whole experience. They know
what’s important. They know why it’s important. I’m also amazed at our students. The
resiliency of our students. Some of them didn’t have a very good experience, especially our
freshmen who came out of a not-so-good high school experience with remote work, their
resiliency at being able to adapt and change.

[01:14:08]
My takeaway is people matter; we learn that so well. The other thing is I love how this institution
responded. There are a lot of institutions across the country, and the state, that responded in
different ways, but I don’t believe there was ever any question in anyone’s mind about what was
important for this institution. It wasn’t money. It wasn’t reputation. It was people. It was
faculty and students and staff making sure that they’re cared for. That came from leadership of a
dedicated president who really, really spread that. That filtered down to everyone and really
became a mantra for us during Covid. People first. Whether, again, they’re faculty, students, or
staff, but people first.
TW:

Dr. Wagner, I would like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your experiences
with the Covid pandemic at USU.

RW:

Thank you. It was my pleasure.

[End recording – 1:15:30]
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